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The ZPG Letter:
Subjects, Definiteness, and Information-status*

Ellen F. Prince
University of Pennsylvania

0. Introduction

Although terms like ‘discourse analysis’ and ‘text analysis’ have been
around for over 35 years (e.g. Harris 1952a,b), there is still no one gener-
ally accepted theory of discourse on the basis of which one might provide
the analysis of a text. For one thing, one may take two different tacks: the
‘humanistic’ tack, according to which one secks to discover what is special
about or unique to a particular text, what sets it apart from all other texts
of its class or genre, and the ‘scientific’ tack, according to which one seeks
to discover what general principles of texthood are discernible from a single
token of text. "

In what follows, I shall take the latter approach. That is, I shall assume
that a particular naturally-occurring text, the Zero Population Growth
fund-raising letter chosen for analysis by the editors of this volume, is an
unexceptional meémber of its class of texts and therefore is representative of
that genre. Although, as it turns out, I shall present some ‘evidence that
sSuggests that parts of this text are not as natural as they might have been, I
shall present no évidence that the text is in fact different from any other in

*] should like to thank Susan Pintzuk and Shana Poplack for their invaluable help. Thanks are
also due Deborah Dahl, Bob Frank, Jeanette Gundel, Larry Horn, Aravind Joshi, and Yael Ziv
for their very helpful discussions and research (which is of course not to suggest that any of them
agree with anything in this paper). Finally, bolshoy spas’ibo to Tom Samuelian and Sasha
Bobilev. This research was supported in part by NSF IRI84-10413-A02 (A.K. Joshi, Principal
Investigator).




296 ELLEN F. PRINCE

its genre, since such a demonstration would require an additional corpus of
analogous texts.

Second, a text may be analyzed with respect to any number of vari-
ables: syntactic patterns, syntactic complexity, register, rhetorical devices,
presuppositions and narratee,! and so on, and a complete analysis of any
text would deal with all possible variables. Clearly, that is beyond the scope
of this paper as well as the competence and interests of its author. Rather,
I shall look at just one feature: how subjects differ from nonsubjects in the
text. More specifically, I shall investigate the differences between subjects
and nonsubjects with respect to one formal phenomenon, definiteness, and
one discourse phenomenon, the information-status of the entities that the
subjects and nonsubjects represent.

1. Overview of the ZPG Letter

Before proceeding with a discussion of the analysis, however, let us first
consider briefly the general content and syntactic form of the ZPG letter.

1.1 Content of the ZPG Letter

The letter, addressed to ‘Dear Friend of ZPG’ and signed by its executive
director, is primarily an appeal for money. The particular pretext for this
instance of fund-raising is that (A) a study of urban population-related
problems carried out and published by the organization has elicited an
enormous number of requests for information, (B) it is very important for
the cause that these requests be answered, and (C) the organization cannot
meet these demands without more money, presumably for extra postage,
printing, staff, phone lines, and so forth. A secondary goal of the letter is a
request to the addressee to fill out an enclosed questionnaire about what
they have heard about the above-mentioned study and where.

1.2 Syntactic Form of the ZPG Letter

First, there are 56 clauses, distributed as follows:
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(1) Clauses in ZPG letter:

Finite Segment # Nonfinite Segment # Total
Main: 23: 4,5,6,7,8,9,10, [DN.A] 23
11,12,13,14,

15(2x),16,17,18,
18,19,20,21,22,

22,23,29,30

Subord.: 16: 7(2x),9(2x), 17: 6(2x),9,10(2x), 33
10(3x),11, 11,12,14,17,18,
18(2x),19,20, 19,21(3x),23,
23(3x),30 30(2x)

Total: 39 17 56

These clauses display a fair amount of syntactic variation. Five finite
clauses are passive (Segments 15 (2x), 20, 23, 29), and there is one paren-
thetical (Segment 23). In addition, there is a good deal of embedding of
finite clauses — three complement clauses (Segments 7, 9, 30), six relative
clauses (Segments 9, 10 (2x), 18, 20, 23), two free relatives (Segments 11,
23), one indirect question (Segment 10), three adverbial clauses (Segments
7, 18, 19), and one comparative subdeletion (Segment 23).2 Finally, there is
some noncanonical word order: three preposed adverbial phrases (Seg-
ments 4, 9, 10), four preposed infinitivals (Segments 14, 18, 20, 21), and
two preposed finite adverbial clauses (Segments 7, 19), and there is one
extraposed relative clause (Segment 20).

Interestingly, however, there is no clause in which arguments of the
verb — (surface) subject or object NPs — occur out of their canonical posi-
tion.3 That is, there is no Topicalization, no Inversion, no Dative-Shift or
Particle-Shift, and no Heavy NP-Shift. In addition, there are no There-sen-
tences. Thus, this text lends itself well to a study of the discourse-related
properties of canonical subjects and objects, in particular to those that tend
to distinguish (canonical) subjects from other verb-arguments.

2. Two Properties of Subjects: Definite and ‘Old’

As is well known, NPs representing discourse entities, or ‘referring expres-
sions’ in the broadest sense, do not occur in different syntactic positions
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randomly. Among other things, it has often been claimed or argued that
whether an NP is a subject or not is related to its definiteness and to the
information-status of the discourse entity it represents: subjects tend to be
definite and tend to represent old information.* Note that these are simply
statistical tendencies. See, for example, the comparison of subjects and
topics in Li and Thompson 1976, where it is argued that the tendency -of
subjects to be definite and ‘old’ corresponds to a categorical requirement
for topics.

Of course, what is at issue here are ‘canonical’ subjects, subjects which
occur in unmarked/canonical position. In English, this means preverbal
subjects, as in (2), in contrast to noncanonical subjects, as in (3):

(2) a. Leebought a book.
b. The book was written by a Russian.
c. Tomorrow she’ll buy another book.

3) There was a book on the shelf.
On the table was lying a pamphlet.

Nothing else did 7 see.

That is, the sentences of (2), whether active (2a,c) or passive (2b), whether
subject-initial (2a,b) or not (2c), have their subject in the canonical prever-
bal position. In contrast, the sentences of (3) have their subjects in some
noncanonical postverbal position.$ :

As mentioned above, the particular claims we shall consider about the
relationship between definiteness and information-status, on the one hand,
and subjecthood, on the other, are basically that canonical subjects tend to
be definite (e.g. Li and Thompson 1976, Givon 1976, Keenan 1976, inter
alia) and to represent old information (e.g. Linde 1973, Chafe 1976,
Keenan 1976, Silva-Corvaldn 1983, Lambrecht 1986, inter alia). In what
follows, we shall analyze the ZPG letter with respect to these two claims. In
particular, we shall consider the following questions. First, given that infor-
mation can be ‘old’ in a variety of ways, which definition of ‘old’ informa-
tion is relevant to subjecthood? And, second, can we tease apart the impor-
tance of ‘old’ information from that of definiteness? That is, are these two
independent variables each having an effect on subjecthood, or does one in
fact follow from the other? However, before dealing with the details of the
analysis, a discussion of these two phenomena is in order.
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2.1 Definiteness

Although the notion of definiteness/indefiniteness seems to be relatively
straightforward, it in fact has been subject to a good deal of confusion. In
particuldr, it is taken to be a formal property of NPs but, often at the same
time, it is also taken to be a conceptual property of entities in a discourse
model.

Formal definiteness pertains to the marking of the NP as definite or
indefinite in those languages like English which have such a marking.
Marking of definite NPs in English may be done by the definite article
(the), demonstrative articles (this, that, and so forth), possessive adjectives
(e.g. my house, her work), personal pronouns (e.g. I, they), and (unmod-
ified) proper nouns (e.g. Sandy, Bill Mann, Italy). In addition, certain
quantifiers (e.g. all, every) have been argued to be definite. Marking of
indefinite NPs in English may be done by the indefinite articles (a, the zero
article) and by other quantifiers, including the numerals (e.g. some, any,
one, six). Thus, whether a given NP is formally definite or indefinite is
decidable, entirely and exclusively, on the basis of the form of that NP,

At the same time, it is frequently claimed that only indefinite NPs may
occur in, say, There-sentences (e.g., most recently, Safir 1985:91). This
predicts the difference in grammaticality/felicity found in the two versions
of (4b) (the symbol # indicates that the sentence is infelicitous):

(4) a. A/The man was in the room.
b. There was a/dkthe man in the room.

However, as noted in Rando and Napoli 1978, Ziv 1981, and elsewhere, it
is simply not true that only indefinites may occur in There-sentences, as
shdwn in5: ;
(5) a. There were the same people at both conferences.
b. There was the usual crowd at the beach.
¢. There was the stupidest article on the reading list.

Likewise, if the claim that only indefinites occur in There-sentences is to
account for all the facts — that is, that all and only indefinites occur in
There-sentences — then a problem arises with plural generics, which are
formally indefinite but which cannot occur in There-sentences. That is, the
same formally indefinite NP can have a generic understanding, as in (6), or
a nongeneric understanding, as in (7); only the nongeneric understanding is
available in There-sentences, as in (8):
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(6) a. Ilove bagels.

b. Unicorns are quite popular in some philosophy circles.
(7) a. Ibought bagels.

b. Tdreamt that unicorns were grazing in front of College Hall.
(8) a. There are bagels with cinnamon nowadays.

b. There are unicorns in front of College Hall.6

At this point, one often hears that certain indefinites are ‘really’ definite
(e.g. Safir 1985) and that certain definites are ‘really’ indefinite (e.g. Prince
1981a), but then one is construing the terms as relating to information-
status and no longer as decidable on the basis of linguistic form. Obviously,
one is perfectly free to use the terms ‘definite/indefinite’ for information-
statuses, but then one must keep in mind that is what one is doing and not
use definiteness for analyses based on form (e.g. Safir 1985 and elsewhere;
compare Milsark 1974). Of course, for crosslinguistic or historical purposes,
it might make sense to talk about ‘formal definiteness’ vs. ‘informational
definiteness’ so as to be able to compare different formal systems for mark-
ing the same informational classes. In what follows, however, I shall take
‘definiteness’ to be a formal category and use other terms for the informa-
tional. That is, with respect to the issue at hand, I shall construe the claim
that subjects tend to be definite as a claim that subjects are more likely than
nonsubjects to be formally definite, and it is this claim that I shall test with
respect to the ZPG letter.5

2.2 Information-Status

As is well known (Allerton 1978, Prince 1981b, Horn 1986, inter alia), the
terms ‘old/given’ and ‘new’ information have meant a variety of things over
the years. However, I think we can differentiate three notions of ‘cld/new’
information. ' ;

2.2.1 Old/New: Focus-Presupposition Constructions
First, let us distinguish one sense of old/new information so that we may
proceed to ignore it, since it is not particularly relevant to the ZPG letter.
This is the sense of old/new typically exemplified by sentences like (9):
(9) a. It'sJohnl like. “
"~ b. ~What he ate was afthe banana.
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That is, such ‘focus-presupposition’ constructions (Chomsky 1971) structure
the proposition that they convey into two parts, an open proposition, as in
10a, and an instantiation of the variable in that open proposition, as in 10b:

(10) a. Tlike X.
b. X = John.

As is often noted (Chomsky 1971, Prince 1978, Horn 1981, Wilson and
Sperber 1979, Delahunty 1982, Gundel 1985, inter alia), the open proposi-
tion is generally taken to be ‘old’ information, already in the discourse-
tpodel or at least known or inferrable, while the focus is taken to be the
‘new’ information.
~ In terms of linguistic form, focus-presupposition constructions are
marked by stress or by syntactic form (in conjunction with stress): it-clefts,
wh-clefts, Topicalization, Focus-Movement, and so forth (Prince 1986).
However, there are virtually no focus-presupposition constructions in
the ZPG letter. (Clear exceptions are the free relatives in Segments 11 and
23.) Of far greater relevance to the present study are the two other notions
of old/new information, and it is to them that we shall now turn.

2.2.2 Old/New: in the Hearer's Head

Information, by which is here generally meant ‘entities’/referents, may be
old/new with respect to (the speaker’s beliefs about) the hearer’s beliefs.
Thus, for example, when I utter (11) to a colleague, I presume that this col-
league already has a mental entity with the attribute of having the name
Sandy Thompson and will believe that this is the entity I am speaking of:

(11) I'm waiting for it to be noon so I can call Sandy Thompson.

That is, in this situation, the NP Sandy Thompson represents information
that I, the speaker, take to be old — with respect to my hearer’s head
(Christophersen 1939, Chafe 1976, 1987). Conversely, if T were to want to
convey the same general information to my neighbor (who I believe does
not know Sandy Thompson), I might say something like (12):

(12) I'm waiting for it to be noon so I can call someone in California.

That is, I believe my neighbor does not already know of Sandy Thompson,
1 believe that this particular entity is new — with respect to my hearer’s
head. The type of ‘old’ information exemplified in (11), i.e. old (only) with
respect to the hearer’s beliefs, has been called a variety of things in the lit-
erature: ‘in the permanent registry’ (Kuno 1972), ‘Culturally copresent’
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(Clark and Marshall 1981), ‘Unused’ (Prince 1981b), among other things.
With such an understanding of ‘old’ information, ‘new’ information would
then be an entity assumed not to be already known to the hearer, or what I
have previously (Prince 1981b) called ‘Brand-new’. Perhaps more easily
remembered terms — though no more euphonious — would be Hearer-old
and Hearer-new.,

With respect to linguistic form, Hearer-old entities are typically defi-
nite, as is the proper name Sandy Thompson in (11); Hearer-new entities
are typically indefinite, as is someone in California in (12). Likewise, the
indefinite in (13a) tells the reader that the kid that threw up is Hearer-new
— some unknown-to-hearer kid, while the definite in (13b) tells the reader
that the sick kid is Hearer-old — some known-to-hearer kid, say, the
speaker’s:

(13) a. Inthe park yesterday, a kid threw up on me.
b. In the park yesterday, the kid threw up on me.

While this correlation of definite NPs with Hearer-old entities and of
indefinite NPs with Hearer-new entities is typical, it is by no means perfect.
For one thing, both indefinite and definite NPs may represent Inferrable
entities, to be discussed below.

Second, some definite NPs represent Hearer-new entities; this is in fact
the case in (5) above, where definites ‘behave like’ indefinites, i.e. occur
felicitously in There-sentences. In point of fact, There-sentences do not
require indefinite NPs at all; rather, they require Hearer-new NPs. Thus,
for example, the same people in the There-sentence in (5a), while formally
definite, evokes an entity that is Hearer-new: the hearer learns that some
set of people were at one of the conferences and that some set of people
were at the other conference and that the two sets were the same. This set
of people, however, is presented as not already known to the hearer. Com-
pare (14a) with (14b) (= 5a):

(14) a. The same people were at both conferences.
b. There were the same people at both conferences.

Note that (14a) is ambiguous: the set of people at both conferences may be
some set not already identified to the hearer (Hearer-new), or it may mean
that some previously identified set of people (Hearer-old) was also at both
conferences. Thus (15a) may entail (15c) but (15b) does not entail (15c):

(15) a. Nine hundred people attended the Institute and the same
people were at both conferences.
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b. Nine hundred people attended the Institute and there were
the same people at both conferences.
¢. The set of nine hundred people attended both conferences.

Third, some indefinite NPs represent Hearer-old entities. This is the
case, for example, with generics, mentioned above. That is, if a speaker
thinks the hearer knows the meaning of some noun, a minimal condition on
its normal felicitous use, and if that noun denotes an entity-type, then the
speaker must assume that the hearer already knows that there is a class of
such entity-types; therefore, generics are Hearer-old. As for the unavaila-
bility of generic understandings in There-sentences, as illustrated in (8)
above, note that this follows automatically from the discourse constraint on
There-sentences that their logical subject be Hearer-new.8

In sum then, Hearer-status is typically but not categorically marked by
definiteness, with Hearer-old entities typically being represented by defi-
nite NPs and Hearer-new by indefinite.

2.2.3 Old/New: in the Discourse-Model

Instead of assessing the age of an entity from the point of view of the
hearer’s head, we may assess it from the point of view of the discourse-
model being constructed during discourse processing. Thus, an entity may
be old/new with respect to the discourse model, or ‘Discourse-old’/*Dis-
course-new’.

That is, an NP may refer to an entity that has already been evoked in
the prior discourse-stretch, or it may evoke an entity which has not previ-
ously occurred in the prior discourse-stretch. For example, if (11) and (12)
above were each discourse-initial (or, more likely, if they were preceded by
simply ‘Hi, what are you doing?’), both Sandy Thompson and someone in
California would evoke new entities in the discourse-model, or ‘Discourse-
new’ entities, regardiess of the fact that the former was Hearer-old and the
latter Hearer-new. Thus, Discourse-newness tells us nothing about an
entity’s Hearer-status. Of course, an entity’s status as Hearer-new would
tell us something about its Discourse-status: it would necessarily be Dis-
course-new, since hearers are expected to remember what they have been
told,

" With respect to linguistic form, consider (16b), as a response to (16a)
(=11):
(16) a. I'm waiting for it to be noon so I can call Sandy Thompson.
b. Why are you trying to get in touch with Sandy Thompson?



304 ELLEN F. PRINCE

The italicized NP in (16b) represents an entity that has already been evoked
in the discourse and is therefore Discourse-old. Note that the Discourse-
new Sandy Thompson in (16a) is formally indistinguishable from the Dis-
course-old occurrence of the same NP in ( 16b). In fact, it is interesting that,
in English at least, there is virtually no marking of an NP with respect to the
Discourse-status of the entity it represents. Of course, if an NP is indefinite
and is thereby understood as evoking something Hearer-new, we can infer
Discourse-new. However, if it is not so marked, then, with one exception,
we cannot tell from its form whether it has occurred before in the discourse.

The one possible exception to the generalization that Discourse-status
is not marked (except insofar as it follows from Hearer-status, which typi-
cally is marked) is that of pronouns. Pronouns indicate that the entities they
represent are salient, i.e. appropriately in the hearer’s consciousness
(Chafe 1976, Clark and Marshall 1981, inter alia), at that point in the con-
struction of the discourse model. Therefore, they are presumably already in
the discourse model. Therefore, they are Discourse-old.? However, at any
point in (discourse) time, only a subset, usually proper, of the entities
already evoked are salient and hence are representable by a pronoun.
Furthermore, the use of a pronoun, especially when the prior mention is in
a different sentence, is often optional. Thus, while the use of a pronoun
probably entails that the entity it represents is Discourse-old, an entity’s
status as Discourse-old does not entail that it will be represented by a pro-
noun.

In sum, while the category of definiteness gives us an approximate
marking of Hearer-status (Hearer-old or Hearer-new), there is no analog-
ous marking of NPs according to their Discourse-status (Discourse-old or
Discourse-new), although we may get certain clues as to Discourse-status
from an NP being marked as Hearer-new or, optionally, as salient Dis-
course-old.

2.2.4 Inferrables

Unfortunately for these relatively neat binary distinctions, there is a third
possible status for an entity in the discourse-model: Inferrable. That is,
when a speaker evokes some entity in the discourse, it is often the case that
s/he assumes that the hearer can infer the (discourse-)existence of certain
other entities, based on the speaker’s beliefs about the hearer’s beliefs and
reasoning ability. Consider, for example, (17):
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(17) a. He passed by the door of the Bastille and the door was
painted purple.
b. He passed by the Bastille and the door was painted purple.

In (17a), the hearer is assumed to have an entity for the door under discus-
sion before hearing the italicized NP; hence it is Discourse-old. In contrast,
in (17b), the hearer is not assumed to already have any mental representa-
tion of the door in question, hence it is not Discourse-old, However, this
door is treated as though it were already known to the hearer. Indeed, the
hearer of (17b) knows a great deal about this door — s/he knows which
door it is: the door of the Bastille. Hence it is not quite Discourse-new.

Of course, not just any entity can be introduced this way. Minimally,
the speaker must have a warrant for believing (A)that the hearer already
has the belief that the entity in question is plausibly related to some other
‘trigger’ entity (the Bastille, in 17b), where the trigger entity is itself not (or,
minimally, would not be), at the relevant point in time, Hearer-new, and
(B)that the hearer is therefore able to infer the existence of the entity in
question. Thus I am calling such entities ‘Inferrables’. In the case of (17b),
at the point of hearing the door, the hearer is assumed to have already a
mental representation of the building under discussion and also to believe
something like ‘A building (generally/plausibly) has associated with it a par-
ticular door, namely the main door used for entering and leaving.’ Com-
pare (18):

(18) #I passed by the Bastille and the frunk was painted purple.

In the absence of special prior knowledge (e.g. the Bastille had a trunk
nailed on its facade, or the Bastille was in fact a car, in which case it typi-
cally had a trunk associated with it, or the Bastille was a trunk, in which
case the trunk would be coreferential with the Bastille and Discourse-old
rather than Inferrable), (18) is infelicitous, since the Bastille is not a trigger
for any inferences crucially involving trunks and there is, therefore, no war-
‘rant for assuming that the hearer can plausibly infer the existence of this
trunk.10 : :

Inferrables are thus like Hearer-old entities in that they rely on certain
assumptions about what the hearer does know, e.g. that buildings typically
have doors in (17b), and they are like Discourse-old entities in that they
rely on there being already in the discourse-model some entity to trigger the
inference, e.g. the Bastille in (17b). At the same time, Inferrables are like
Hearer-new (and, therefore, Discourse-new) entities in that the hearer is
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not expected to already have in his/her head the entity in question. The
question then arises whether Inferrables should be collapsed with one or
the other category, preserving binariness, or whether they form a separate
third category, or whether information statuses are merely points on a con-
tinuum, with Inferrables in the middle.

The evidence for collapsing Inferrables with one of the other categories
is not straightforward. For one thing, linguistic form will not help to decide,
since Hearer-old and Discourse-old entities are generally represented by
the same types of NPs. Furthermore, Clark and Haviland 1977 present
experimental evidence for the distinctness of Inferrables, based on the
length of time hearers take to process them. Finally, Mazzie and Sankoff
1988 show that, in Tok Pisin, an English-based pidgin currently undergoing
creolization, there is an ongoing grammaticization of the marking of a cer-
tain class of Inferrables but no such grammaticization of the marking of
other information statuses.!!

The last approach, a continuum analysis, is rather troubling on cogni-
tive grounds, as pointed out in Chafe 1976, Contreras 1976, inter alia: what
could it mean that there is a continuum between what we have in our head
and what we do not? To my knowledge, the only argument for a continuum
is presented in Silva-Corvaldn 1983. Unfortunately, Silva-Corvalén fails to
distinguish Discourse-status from Hearer-status, her chief evidence for a
continuum being that (in my terms) a Discourse-new/Hearer-old entity is
‘older’ than a Discourse-new/Hearer-new entity and ‘newer’ than a Dis-
course-old(/Hearer-old) entity.!2

At the same time, what I am lumping together under the single rubric
‘Inferrable’ may itself be subdivided, possibly as a continuum, according to
the type and ease of inferencing that is required. This is an important area
for psycholinguistic research and one that I shall not pursue here.

In what follows, then, I shall simply leave Inferrables as a third catego-
ry, and we shall see how they are in fact treated in the text analyzed.

As for the linguistic form of NPs representing Inferrables, the situation
is fairly complex. If we reconsider (17b), we note that Inferrables may be
represented by definite NPs. However, consider (19):

(19) a. Ipicked up that book I bought and a cockroach fell out.
b. I picked up that book I bought and a page fell.out.

In (19a), the indefinite NP a cockroach represents a Hearer-new entity: a
cockroach whose existence the hearer is assumed not to already know of. In
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(19b), on the other hand, the most usual understanding is that this is not

simply any old page but a page from the book just mentioned. Thus, for

example, the hearer of (19b) can infer that the book became defective,
since it is now missing a page; it cannot however be said to be missing a cock-
roach. Thus, a page in (19b) is an Inferrable: the speaker expects that the
hearer believes that books typically have associated with them a set of

pages and that s/he will infer that this page is one of the set of pages

associated with the'book in question. Unlike the Inferrable in (17b), how-
ever, it is indefinite. The reason for this seems to be that the prior belief
involves a set (of pages, in 19b) rather than a single entity (a door, in 17b).
As we might expect, if the whole set is evoked, the NP is definite:

(20) a.#I picked up that book I bought and the cockroaches fell out,
b. I picked up that book I bought and the pages fell out.

(See Hawkins 1978 for the relation of sets to definiteness.)

In sum, Inferrable entities are technically Hearer-new (and, therefore,
Discourse-new) but, unlike Hearer-new entities, their existence is assumed
to be inferrable by the hearer on the basis of some trigger entity, itself Dis-
course-old, in combination with some belief the hearer is assumed to have
which says that entities like the trigger have associated with them entities

like the Inferrable.

2.2.5 Containing Inferrables
Finally, in Prince 1981b, I distinguished a fifth category, which I called
Containing Inferrables. These are exemplified in (21):

(21) a. The door of the Bastille was painted purple.
b. The pages of that book I bought fell out.

Once again, we find NPs which are formed in such a way that we ‘feel’ we
are supposed to know about the entity they represent, but in fact we may
very well not. These NPs are similar to Inferrables in that they require
inferencing on the basis of certain background knowledge we have; the dif-
ference is that the entity which triggers the inference is not, as in the case of
the Inferrables, necessarily in the prior discourse, but is rather within the
NP itself. Thus (21a) and (21b) can be quite felicitous where the Bastille
and the book in question, though known to the hearer, have not yet been
mentioned in the discourse, as well as where the hearer has no prior knowl-
edge of the relevant door or pages.’® All that is minimally required is that
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the speaker already know about the Bastille and the book and that the
speaker believe that a building like the Bastille typically has a door and that
a book typically has pages. Compare with (22):

(22) a. #The trunk on the Bastille was painted purple.
b. #The cockroach in that book I bought fell out.

It goes without saying that the propositional content in (22) can of course
be conveyed; however, in the absence of special beliefs, it would be much
more felicitously conveyed along the lines of (23):

(23) a. The Bastille had a trunk nailed to it. The trunk was painted
purple.
b. That book I bought had a cockroach in it. The cockroach fell
out.

That is, there are constraints on felicitous Containing Inferrables, just as on
Inferrables: the inferences required of the hearer must be based on beliefs
the hearer can reasonably be expected to have.

As for linguistic form, the most salient feature of Containing Inferra-
bles is their syntactic complexity. They necessarily have some NP contained
in them, often within a subordinate clause. Interestingly, it is generally the
case that what is a Containing Inferrable for one hearer (or, more likely,
reader) can felicitously serve as a Hearer-old, Discourse-new entity for
another. For example, imagine that a hearer were told the first sentence of
(23a) (The Bastille had a trunk nailed to it) in one discourse and (22a) (The
trunk on the Bastille was painted purple) in a subsequent discourse. The
italicized NP in (22a) would still be felicitous, but it would be understood
as representing a Hearer-old, Discourse-new entity rather than a Contain-
ing Inferrable. Or, more commonly, imagine that half of an audience heard
the first sentence of (23a) on one occasion and the other half did not. In a
subsequent discourse, the speaker could utter (22a) felicitously to the whole
audience: the half that had previously heard the first sentence of (23a)
would understand the underlined NP in (22a) as representing a Hearer-old,
Discourse-new entity, while the other half would understand it as a Con-
taining Inferrable. As I mentioned in Prince 1981b, this makes Containing
Inferrables very suitable for multi-receiver discourse, in particular formal
written prose, where the sender either is not sure of the receivers’ knowl-
edge/beliefs, or where s/he believes that there ‘are relevant differences
among the receivers. f’ ‘
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2.2.6 Information-Status: A Summary

First, discourse entities may be considered old or new with respect to the
hearer, or Hearer-old/Hearer-new. Second, they may be considered old or
new with respect to the discourse, or Discourse-old/Discourse-new.

Furthermore, Discourse-status and Hearer-status are partially inde-
pendent of each other. In particular, Discourse-new tells us nothing of
Hearer-status, as shown in (11) and (12) above, and Hearer-old tells us
nothing of Discourse-status, as can be seen in (16).

In contrast, the status of Discourse-old is not independent of Hearer-
status: if an entity has had a prior evocation in a discourse-model, then it
follows that it is now Hearer-old, as well as Discourse-old: hearers are
assumed to remember the entities we have told them about, at least for the
duration of the discourse. Likewise, if something is Hearer-new, then it
must be Discourse-new, for, if it were not, then the hearer would already
know about it. Thus, we have the following possibilities, exemplified in (24)
and (25) (each consisting of two contiguous discourse segments) and named
in (26):

(24) a. I'm waiting for it to be noon so I can call someone in Califor-

nia.
b. Ifigure she’ll be up by 9, her time.

(25) a. I'm waiting for it to be noon so I can call Sandy Thompson.
b. 1figure Sandy/she’ll be up by 9, her time.

(26) Hearer- and Discourse-status of a discourse entity:

Discourse-new Discourse-old
Hearer-new: Brand-new: [D.N.A]
24a; someone...
Hearer-old: Unused: Evoked:
25a; Sandy Thompson 24b: she

25b: Sandy, she

 Third, discourse entities may be of a third category, Inferrable, where
they are technically Hearer-new and Discourse-new but depend upon
beliefs assumed to be Hearer-old, and where these beliefs crucially involve
some trigger entity, which is itself Discourse-old, and where they them-
selves are being treated as though they were Hearer-old and possibly also
Discourse-old.
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Finally, discourse entities may be Containing Inferrables, similar to
Inferrables but containing the trigger entity within their description.

Thus we have a fairly complex interaction of the speaker’s beliefs
about what the hearer knows, potentially knows, and does not yet know,
and this interaction is crucially involved in the production and comprehen-
sion of each referring expression in discourse.

3. Goal and Methodology

The goal of the analysis was to determine the following:

(27) a. Are subjects significantly more likely than nonsubjects to be

definite?

b. Are subjects significantly more likely than nonsubjects to be
Hearer-old entities?

c. Are subjects significantly more likely than nonsubjects to be
Discourse-old entities?

d. If the answer to any two of the above is affirmative, are they
independent tendencies, or is one a reflex of the other?

The methodology used was quantitative analysis. To that end, a data
file was created consisting of each NP in the ZPG letter as a separate token.
Each was coded for information-status as discussed above and formal defi-
niteness, as well as for the dependent variable, grammatical role (subject/
nonsubject). In addition, a number of other variables were coded for, e.g.
NP-type (full NP, pronoun, etc.), clause-type (main, relative clause, indi-
rect question, etc.), syntactic and informational complexity of the NP (i.e.
whether it contained a clause and/or other NPs), and so on. The data file
was then run on VARBRUL. ™ Certain classes of tokens were ignored: NPs
which I could not code (e.g. the whistle, Segment 9), subjects represented
by a trace (e.g. the subject of need, Segment 23), NPs which were not part
of clauses (e.g. Dear Friend of ZPG, Segment 3), and subjects of nonfinite
verbs (e.g. reporters, Segment 9).14 The coding for syntactic information
was straightforward. However, a few words are in order on the coding for
definiteness and information status.
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3.1 Coding for Definiteness

Definiteness was construed, as mentioned above, as a formal category.
Thus, NPs with definite or demonstrative articles, NPs with universal quan-
tifiers, proper names, and personal pronouns were coded as definite. (NPs
like October 25 were considered to be proper names.) NPs with indefinite

articles, including the zero article, and NPs with non-universal quantifiers

were coded as indefinite. NPs whose definiteness 1 could not comfortably
code, e.g. how population-linked pressures affect U.S. cities, Segment 11,
were left uncoded.

3.2 Coding for Information-Status

Coding for information-status is never an easy matter, and no doubt other
analysts might have a somewhat different coding. For what it is worth, 1
recoded a number of difficult tokens and the changes had no significant
effect on the VARBRUL results. That said, the NPs were coded for infor-
‘mation-status as follows:

NPs evoking entities which had already been mentioned in the letter
‘were coded as Discourse-old (= Evoked), exemplified in (28), where the
pronoun they is understood as referring to the local activists already intro-
‘duced:

(28) Discourse-old (and, ergo, Hearer-old) = Evoked: ‘...arm our

growing network of local activists with the materials they need...’
(Segment 18)

~ NPs evoking entities which had no prior mention in the letter and
which 1, as a representative intended addressee (who in fact receives large
numbers of fund-raising letters from ZPG), had never heard of (and could
not infer the existence of) were coded as Hearer-new (= Brand-new), as in
(29), where the intended reader is presumably not supposed to bave
already a mental entity for this complex, technical data:

(29) Hearer-new (and, ergo, Discourse-new) = Brand-new:
“The Urban Stress Test translates complex, technical data into...
(Segment 13)
NPs evoking entities which had no prior mention in the discourse but
which 1 already knew of were coded as Discourse-new, Hearer-old (=
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Unused), as in (30), where the italicized NP certainly represents an entity I
already knew existed:

(30) Discourse-new, Hearer-old = Unused:
...from reporters eager to tell the public about...” (Segment 9)

NPs evokmg entities which were not previously mentioned and which I
as the reader had no prior knowledge of, but whose existence I could infer
on the basis of some entity that was previously evoked and some belief I
have about such entities were coded as Inferrable, as illustrated in (31):

(31) Inferrable:
‘Staffers stayed late into the night.’ (Segment 6)

That is, while I did not already have a mental entity for any personnel in
that particular ZPG office, this NP did not induce me to create a new arbi-
trary set of staffers but rather to infer that these were the individuals that
staff the ZPG office, since I believe that an organization like ZPG typically
has an office, which typically has staffers.

Finally, I took advantage of the situation that one man’s Containing
Inferrable is another man’s Unused, and collapsed the two categories, on
the rationalization that, if it is true that speakers (usually, writers) use Con-
taining Inferrables partly because they can be understood also as Unused
entities, then the two categories should not differ with respect to the gram-
matical role of the NP that represents them. For example, consider the
italicized NP in (32):

(32) “When we released the results of ZPG’s 1985 Urban Stress Test...
(Segment 7)

Clearly, ZPG expects that some readers already know of the entity this NP
represents; cf. Segment 30. I, however, did not know of it; for me, and no
doubt for many other readers, it was a Containing Inferrable. Clearly, ZPG
had to allow for both types of readers. Therefore, it should not be the case
that the writer of the letter would treat them differently with respect to sub-
jecthood, the phenomenon being studied here.

4. Analysis

Let us now turn to the quantitative analysis of the NPs in the ZPG letter to
see the effect of information-status and definiteness on subjecthood.
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4.1 The Effect of Information-Status on Subjecthood

In order to check the claim that subjects tend to be ‘old’ information and,
if that claim is correct, to see what is meant by ‘old’, I ran VARBRUL on
the token file, the dependent variable being whether the NP is a subject or
a nonsubject. The independent variables were Hearer-status, i.e. whether
the entity represented by the NP is Hearer-old or Hearer-new, and Dis-
course-status, i.e. whether the entity represented by the variable is Dis-
course-old or Discourse-new. The runs were made twice, once excluding
Inferrables, once including them as a third factor in each factor group. In
total, 106 NPs were counted in the analysis, of which 31 occur as subjects.

The results show the following: first, taken separately, each informa-
tion variable — Hearer-status and Discourse-status — is significant; sec-
ond, both Hearer-old and Discourse-old entities are more likely to be sub-
jects than Hearer-new and Discourse-new, respectively; and, third, the
inclusion or exclusion of Inferrables has no significant effect on these pat-
terns. The numbers, percentages, and VARBRUL probabilities of NPs in
each category occurring as subjects are presented in (33):1%

(33) NPs in each category occurring as subjects:

Hearer-status Discourse-status

Subj/NP % Prob. . Subj/NP % Prob.
Old: 26/72 = 36% 0.60 24/39 = 62% 0.85
New: 116 = 6% 0.15 349 = 6% 019
Inferrable: 5/18 = 28% 0.50 5/18 = 28% 0.57
Total: 32/106 = 30% 32/106 = 30%
Significahcé: p <.035 p < .001

While subjects tend to be old with respect to both Hearer-status and Dis-
course-status, the figures in (33) lead us to suspect that Discourse-status has
a stronger effect. Indeed, when we run the two information-statuses
together, the results are clear: given both statuses, the variance is
accounted for by Discourse-status, with the effect of Hearer-status com-
pletely losing statistical significance. The VARBRUL probabilities and sig-
nificance figures for this run are presented in (34):7
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(34) Probs. of NPs as subjects, Hearer-status vs. Discourse-status:

Hearer-status Discourse-status

Old: 0.50 0.85
New: 0.51 0.19
Inferrable: 0.50 0.58
Significance: [Not signif. ] p <.001

Thus we may begin to answer the questions we have set out to investigate:
the claim that subjects tend to represent ‘old’ information is borne out by
the data in the ZPG letter. However, it is borne out just in case we under-
stand ‘old’ information to mean ‘old in the discourse’, or Discourse-old. If
we take it to mean ‘old for the hearer’, or Hearer-old, then the evidence
presented here clearly contradicts it. That is, the fact that the hearer is
assumed to know of some entity which has not already been mentioned in
no way favors that entity for being represented by a subject NP, whereas
the fact that some entity has already been introduced into the discourse,
whether or not it was known to the hearer before the discourse, does
indeed favor that entity for being represented by a subject NP, at least in
the ZPG letter.

Finding that Discourse-old entities are favored for subject position, we
must now ask whether this is a unitary set or whether it contains subsets
which behave differently with respect to occurrence in subject position.
One important feature by which to subdivide the set of Discourse-old
entities is that of ‘activation’, as Chafe 1987 has called it. That is, do all
Discourse-old entities have an equal chance of occurring in subject posi-
tion, or do those that are activated at their moment of occurrence have a
greater chance than those that are not activated? Given the findings pre-
sented by Chafe over the past 15 years, one would certainly expect activa-
tion to be a significant factor. I shall try to shed light on the issue, even if
not definitively, using the category ‘pronoun’. '

Clearly, not all activated NPs at any point in discourse-time are rep-
resented by pronouns (cf., for example, 16b above). Therefore, a partition
of the NPs in a discourse into pronominal and nonpronominal will not
necessarily map isomorphically onto a partition of the corresponding
entities into activated and nonactivated. However, it must be the case that
pronouns generally represent NPs taken by the speaker to be activated:
how else could the hearer be expected to interpret them? Thus, a partition





































